The life and achievements of Robert Lee Smiley (1929-2010), prominent U.S. Department of Agriculture acarologist, are recounted, alongside a list of his scientific papers.
Research Entomologist. During his tenure, he conducted investigations on a broad range of mites from around the world and curated a major portion of the National Mite Collection. When Dr. Baker retired from the USDA on 8 February 1987, Bob succeeded him and decided to continue the Baker legacy by adding the challenging family Tenuipalpidae to his personal research program.
Bob was also responsible for updating the USDA's extensive mite literature collection. His success in this regard so enhanced the collection's status that Bob was soon hosting scientists from around the world who wanted to examine the collection's contents and who would ultimately collaborate with him in studies of several important mite families, such as the Tarsonemidae and Tenuipalpidae.
Bob described many new mite species that are of agricultural and medical or veterinary importance. As well, he identified over 15,000 mite specimens that were intercepted at U.S. ports of entry or submitted to him for routine determination. His identifications were often crucial in thwarting the establishment of potentially invasive mite species. His publications included useful keys, and his research had a direct bearing on the farming community. Throughout his life, he sought non-acaricidal controls for plant-feeding mite pests, and his research on predatory mites used for biological control culminated in a major publication with Dr. Uri Gerson (Israel).
Bob launched his publishing career with two papers in 1964, and by 2003 he had contributed over 60 scientific papers and several books and book chapters (see reference list below) on some 40 different In 1991, Bob was appointed Unit Leader in the Systematic Entomology Laboratory. He was always quick to offer moral support and motivation to his SEL colleagues. His wisdom and counsel were sought by new and seasoned scientists alike -people simply enjoyed being in his company. His stature in the scientific community is evidenced by the many cooperative projects on which he labored. His dedication to acarology was reflected in his unflagging devotion to the curation and expansion of the Smithsonian's National Mite Collection, maintaining it as one of the largest in the U.S., and by his financial support for the Acarology Development Foundation, established in 2004.
In a career spanning more than 38 years, Bob made repeated, concerted efforts to promote science, whether in the company of coworkers, school children, or community groups. He served in a number of professional societies and always remained a stalwart enthusiast of acarology. He was instrumental in organizing and instructing numerous professional workshops on mites of agricultural importance, both within the U.S. and in many foreign countries, such as Costa Rica.
In Bob was devoted to acarology but not delimited by it. He had an almost paternal concern for the 1890 land grant institutions and historically African-American colleges (e.g., Alabama A&M, Delaware State College/University), where he served as guest lecturer for over 9 years. He often addressed career opportunities available to minority students and encouraged them to consider a career in science. To this end, he gave over 45 invited presentations on agriculture and acarology and was a mentor to nearly 200 minority and foreign students. Through these efforts, Bob's legacy endures -many of his former students established themselves as leaders in research institutions throughout the United States and around the world.
After retirement, Bob continued to work on mites, maintaining strong ties with USDA personnel and collaborating on research and writing projects until his last days. When death took him on 1 January 2010, his four children were at his side, and his wake and funeral were attended by family, neighbors, friends and numerous colleagues who knew that they had lost so much more than a great scientist, for Bob had been a singularly positive influence in all their lives.
Bob Smiley was true to his surname, returning a warm smile and open, friendly visage to everyone he encountered. Although he had often witnessed the darker side of human nature, he harbored no resentments, preferring to influence by example. That example lives on in his publications and in the hearts of everyone he touched: family members, community associates, coworkers. More than most scientists, he seems to have realized that, if we are remembered at all, it will chiefly be for our human qualities rather than our professional achievements. His reward for such insight was both personal and professional success. Thank you, Bob, for sharing your knowledge of acarology with us, but, more important, for teaching us how to live.
